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Comparing wastes,
assessing risks
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Key points to remember
• There is a lot of nuclear waste, but there aren’t many waste

types. It falls into only 4 categories: high-level waste, spent
nuclear fuel, transuranic waste, and low-level waste. Each
has different characteristics; can be treated, handled, and
disposed of in different ways; is subject to different
agreements; and falls under different regulatory authorities.

• DOE regulates itself for wastes that are radioactive. The
state has little regulatory control over waste that is radioac-
tive but not hazardous. However, if a radioactive waste is
also hazardous, it is a “mixed waste.” There are laws and
regulations, enforced by the U.S. EPA and the Idaho De-
partment of Environmental Quality, for hazardous waste.
EPA and DEQ regulate the hazardous part of mixed waste.

• Two waste types are named according to how they are
made. Spent nuclear fuel is made in a nuclear reactor,
when fuel is unable to sustain the reaction that makes the
reactor run. High-level waste was made when spent nuclear
fuel was reprocessed to recover usable uranium. Repro-
cessing at INEEL involved dissolving the waste in acid, so
the resulting waste was a very acidic liquid.

• Transuranic waste is identified by the contaminants, transu-
ranic elements, it contains. For the most part, these elements
are man-made, although they do occur naturally. Transuranic
waste is further defined by concentration of contaminants. If
the waste has more than 100 nanocuries per gram it is a
transuranic waste, but if it has less it is a low-level waste.

• If a waste does not fit into one of the three categories de-
scribed above, it is a low-level waste. This waste category
could be described as “all other wastes.”  It’s difficult to make
generalizations about low-level waste. It might be contami-
nated with a low-activity or high-activity isotope; a long-lived
isotope or one that decays quickly.

• Spent nuclear fuel is being moved from wet to dry storage and
prepared for eventual shipment out of Idaho. There is no
repository open to accept it.

• Sometime in 2001, DOE and the State will complete a final
environmental impact statement evaluating options for
treatment and disposal of high-level waste and disposition
of the facilities used to treat and store that waste. These
decisions may involve shipping waste elsewhere for treat-
ment or building a new waste treatment facility at INEEL.

• Transuranic waste is being shipped out of Idaho, but the
state is concerned about DOE’s ability to meet a Settlement
Agreement milestone to ship 15,000 barrels of waste out of
Idaho by the end of 2002.
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Tanks for the memories
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